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Captain (later Major General) Orde Charles Wingate was 
engaged in training young Jewish men in counter-insurgency in 
Palestine for a number of months in 1938, during the Arab 
uprising of 1936-1939. From this, he is viewed as one of the 
founding fathers of the Israeli military tradition. The popular 
view is that he did this broadly against the wishes of his 
superiors in the British Army, and, indeed, was virtually the only 
friend the Jews had in that organisation: this view has been 
perpetuated in the literature. This paper demonstrates that this 
was not the case: Wingate’s actions in Palestine formed part of a 
coherent counter-insurgency strategy devised by the British 
Army in which Jewish involvement - overt in the case of the 


uniformed police, covert in the form of the Haganah - was 


welcomed and integrated and continued after Wingate’s 
departure. Moreover, there were other pro-Zionist officers 
serving in the British forces in Palestine at the time. 
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The Myth 


Orde Wingate has been compared variously with some of the 
more forbidding prophets of the Old Testament or with Peter the 
Hermit, but the one figure whose path he seems to have followed 
closest is John the Baptist - a lone voice, crying in the 
wilderness, thundering away at a world ruled by fools and 
knaves. A common theme running through almost every 
published account of Wingate’s actions in Palestine is that they 
were rooted in his own brand of Zionism, which went beyond 
that of almost any other in its vehemence and unwillingness to 
compromise and which set him apart from his fellows in the 
British Army. This passage comes from a work on Special 


Forces, by an American academic, dating from 2006: 


Wingate was drawn to Zionism by his Christian 
fundamentalism and genuine admiration for the 
accomplishments of the persecuted Jews of Eastern and 
Central Europe...He offered his services to Chaim Weizmann, 
the great chemist turned prophet, to organize 
underground forces for the quietly forming 
framework of a Jewish state. Given the British position, this 
bordered on mutiny, if not subversion.’ 

Here is the popular image of Wingate in Palestine encapsulated: 
Hayedid, the Friend, helping the Jews in their righteous struggle 
for nationhood and thereby placing himself at odds with the 
British ‘establishment’, opponents to a man of this struggle. 
This seems to have originated in the immediate aftermath of 
Wingate’s death in Burma in 1944, the most extravagant - and 
least reliable - accounts of his time in Palestine being that of 
contemporary Jewish sources, most portraying Wingate as 
Zionism’s ‘man of destiny’, pursuing a lifelong mission, set by 
the Almighty, to secure the Promised Land from heathen Arab 
terrorists. According to Yigal Allon, Wingate ‘absorbed the tales 
of the Bible with his mother’s milk [and] regarded the message 
of Prophesy not as the mummified stuff of books, but as the plain 
and simple truth.’* Indeed, following Wingate’s death, some 
Hebrew newspapers reported earnestly in their obituaries the 


rather amusing fantasy that Wingate’s mother, Ethel, rather 


than the completely conventional colonel’s lady described in 


everyone else’s account, was actually a religious mystic, a 
practitioner of the Kabala, and a fire-breathing Zionist who had 
passed on her spiritual and political agenda to her son.? This, in 
turn, shaped Wingate’s military thought, Ha’aretz proclaiming 
‘Read the Book of Judges and you will read the theory of military 
science as understood by Wingate’, whilst according to the 
obituarist Joseph Nadwa, ‘the Modern Gideon’ treated the Old 
Testament as the literal truth on all matters and ‘repeatedly 
quoted Biblical texts in this secret military dispatches’.* The 
newspaper Hazman not only contained the early seeds of a 
number of popular myths, but gives an excellent taster of both 
the content and style of most of the posthumous Jewish tributes 


to Wingate: 


In the years of blood in Palestine Wingate compacted a 
covenant of blood with the defenders of Israel. He 
marshaled the youth of Jewry around him and welded 
them into the ‘Special Night Squads’ which...effected [sic] a 
revolution in warfare against the savage brigands. He was the 
first in Palestine to point the way to the correct 
method of fighting with fast units of irregulars....By 
shifting the centre of gravity from a defence system frozen to 
its post to one of incursive action on the part of mobile units, 
trained to circulate and manoeuvre, he enhanced the 
power of the Hebrew defences immeasurably.” 


And indeed, Wingate’s Zionism is a major issue in the 


literature about both him and Palestine. A number of Wingate’s 
biographers have argued that British soldiers such as TE 
Lawrence (a distant and much-loathed relative of Wingate’s), 
Harry St John Philby and John Bagott Glubb established a 
tradition of romantic pro-Arabism in the British Army or, more 
accurately ‘pro-Bedouinism’, based upon a sentimentalisation of 
the nomadic Bedu, who had fought with Lawrence. The Bedu 
were a ‘martial race’, brave, honourable and courteous, 
uncorrupted by urban living, correctly deferential to white 
sahibs, and possessing qualities to which those sahibs aspired.°® 
Read also the testimony of British soldiers serving in Palestine 
in the Mandate period: most Arabs treated British soldiers with 
courtesy, hospitality and at least an impression of helpfulness.’ 
Conversely, those same British soldiers often found orthodox 
Jews alien beyond comprehension and the Ashkenazim, the 
European Jews making up the majority of the new immigrants, 
arrogant, aloof and given to dabbling in exotic, extremist 
politics. Most Wingate biographies take for granted that the 
‘British military establishment’ was institutionally anti-Semitic, 
and this affected their attitude to Wingate, his Special Night 


Squads, and their operations: Leonard Mosley dwelt at length on 


this issue and had Wingate describe General Headquarters 
(GHQ) Jerusalem, as ‘a gang of anti-Jews’, while Wilfred 
Burchett took it for granted that the Night Squads were 
disbanded due to the anti-Semitism of senior British officers.° 
Both these authors are wildly unreliable, yet Trevor Royle, in an 
otherwise excellent and dispassionate biography, reported 
Jewish comments on the ineffectiveness and lack of aggression 
of British Army operations against the insurgents without 
comment, comparing them unfavourably with Wingate’s and 
implying that the British Army was somehow ‘not trying’.'® 

Yet, reviewing contemporary official documents and reliable 
testimony reveals not only a somewhat different context for 
Wingate’s time in Palestine but just how much fantasy has crept 
into the literature. Not only did Anglo-Jewish military 
cooperation not begin with Wingate - as both groups well knew - 
but it was extensive upon his arrival and continued after his 
departure. This was idealistic as well as practical, Wingate 


being far from the only Zionist in the British Army. 


The reality (1) - the British Army and the Jews 


Haggai Eshed, the biographer of Reuven Shiloah, founder of 


Mossad, the Israeli secret service, revealed the extent to which 
Haganah’s intelligence officers found sympathisers among their 
counterparts in the British forces, among them Captain Alan 
Strange, a strong critic of ‘pro-Arab British policy’ long before 
Wingate, and Lieutenant Anthony Simonds."' Simonds, an officer 
of the Royal Berkshire Regiment, was to become a close friend 
of Wingate’s and would serve under him in Ethiopia. He was 
portrayed in the Wingate biographies as an affable lightweight, 
taken seriously neither by the Jewish political leadership or his 
colleagues in the Army, and there is, indeed, a Wodehousian air 
to his correspondence with ‘My Dear Old Orde.’'? The 
biographers seem not to have read much further, as these same 
letters reveal a strong idealist and a natural sympathiser with 
underdogs; he pointedly lived in the Jewish quarter of Jerusalem, 
was critical of the often open anti-Semitism of the Palestine 
Police and was deemed worthy of cultivation by Shiloah himself 
as early as 1934.'° He was also regarded highly enough by GHQ 
Jerusalem to be placed in charge of all political intelligence in 
Palestine from August 1937 and by 1945 was a lieutenant 
colonel and senior operative of MI9, aiding the escape of shot- 


down allied aircrew from occupied Europe.'* There were, 


therefore, some vociferously pro-Jewish officers in the British 
Army in Palestine some time before Wingate’s arrival, and their 
beliefs did not hurt their career. 

Nor did the Army go easy on the Arab insurgents. General 
Sir John Dill and his successors as General Officer Commanding 
Palestine took the Army Council’s initial instruction to ‘crush’ 
the rebellion very seriously, and were prepared to enlist Jewish 
support in this. Their principal opponents in this were the High 
Commission and the Colonial Office in London, who wished to 
enlist the support of the Arab kings to win over the Arab Higher 
Committee, and therefore opposed the courting of overt Jewish 
support and use of Jewish military units as unnecessarily 
provocative.'° Yet, Jews were involved in the counter- 
insurgency from the beginning. As of 1936, Jews formed part of 
the Palestine Police and all of the irregular Supernumerary 
Police (JSP, or Notrim in Hebrew), which enlisted 3,000 
volunteers between April and October 1936.'° The Jewish 
underground militia, the Haganah, pressed its members to join 
the JSP to receive weapons training, and the JSP allowed the 
Haganah to make use of weapons stored for its use in Jewish 


settlements: when Yitzhak Sadeh formed his elite Haganah 


strike force, FOSH, most of its members had been trained in the 
JSP.” Nor did the British Army seem to mind: the Notrim’s role 
was confined initially to protecting Jewish settlements and 
sections of railway running through majority Jewish areas but it 
is evident that Dill not only wanted to expand their numbers, but 
use them offensively against the gangs, exactly as Wingate did 
two years later.'® The unnamed author of the ‘Military Lessons 
of the Arab Rebellion in Palestine’, of 1938, even advocated 


using a legalised Haganah: 


There is little doubt that in the end the authorities benefited 
by the subterranean defence organizations 
which their policy had forced underground, and 
it might perhaps have been better to have legalised and 
controlled at an earlier period the very natural activities which 
developed below the surface.'® 

The High Commissioner, Sir Arthur Wauchope, opposed this 
vociferously, writing to Dill in December 1936 that ‘[T]he 
formation of armed Jewish units, or offensive action by Jews 
against Arabs [w]as a grave danger to the future of this country’ 
and to the Secretary of State for the Colonies a month later ‘If 


Jewish units are allowed to act offensively against Arabs in 


Palestine, I fear the chances of the two people [sic] ever living 


together amicably will vanish for generations.’”° The 
status of Jewish units was raised in a secret dispatch of 26 
January 1937 from Wauchope to the Colonial Office, prompting a 
conference in London in March, involving Wauchope, the Chief 
of the Imperial General Staff, Field Marshal Sir Cyril Deverell, 
other senior service officers and representatives of the Foreign 
Office, aimed at fixing policy on these issues. The policy decided 
is worth dwelling on, as it stood until 1939 and therefore 
provides political context for Wingate’s SNS operations. It was 
agreed to follow Wauchope’s line that, prior to the imposition of 
military control, ‘Jews should be employed for defensive 
purposes only, and only in areas mainly Jewish’, restricting 
them, effectively, to defending their own settlements: yet, they 
could receive appropriate training ‘in limited numbers’, pending 


their use for railway protection work.*! However: 


Any such training should, however, be carried out with the 
utmost discretion, in order to avoid giving the 
impression...that His Majesty’s Government already 
foresee that after the publication of their decisions upon the 
Report of the Royal Commission [the Peel Commission] a 
state of affairs will inevitably prevail in which the forces of 
authority will be ranged against the Arab population. 
As regards the employment of Jews even for defensive purposes 
in predominantly Moslem areas, it was agreed that this would be 


politically most undesirable. [Italics mine]? 


Decisions on the military employment of Jews would rest 
with the GOC, under the advice of the High Commissioner, who 
was authorised to report his objections to London if the GOC 
decided to employ Jewish units ‘for purposes or in circumstances 
to which there might appear to be grave political objection.’ 
In particular: 

It was...agreed that in view of the possibly serious reactions 
which might thereby be provoked in neighbouring 
Arab countries, the General Officer Commanding 
should not, in any circumstances, decide to use Jews for 
offensive purposes, without the prior authority of His Majesty’s 
Government.** 

‘Offensive purposes’ were never defined, and appear to have 
been interpreted freely in practice. The period from early 1937 
saw an escalation in both the size and the role of the Notrim, of 
which Wingate’s SNS operations were not a departure, but a 
culmination. From March 1937, Notrim were authorised to 
carry out ‘hot pursuits’ of fleeing gangs, and in summer that 
year they were placed formally under British Army command 


and training.*? David Ben-Gurion recalled that by then, both the 


Yishuv and the British Army accepted the Notrim/JSP as ‘legal 


Haganal’ and the best available source of military training for 
young Jewish men - ‘Jewish bayonets’, courtesy of the British 
army.”° 

Wingate, therefore, became involved in counterterrorist 
operations in Palestine at a time when Jewish militias and the 
British Army were beginning to cooperate, yet were, 
theoretically, constrained by British government policy shaped 


by a desire not to provoke the Arabs. 


The Reality (2) - the origins and ethos of the SNS 


By March 1938, the British Army had, effectively, destroyed all 
the large guerrilla gangs in Palestine, prompting a change in 
insurgent strategy away from waging guerrilla warfare against 
the British Army and the Palestine Police and towards terror 
attacks on civilian targets.” This involved murdering or 
kidnapping British officials and Jewish and Arab civilians, 
sabotage of British facilities and night-time attacks on Jewish 
settlements in the countryside, and was financed by drug 
smuggling, gun-running, and a protection racket extorting 


money and concealment from Arab businesses and villages.*® By 


the autumn 1938, British forces were badly overstretched, single 
platoons often defending villages against attacks from far larger 
insurgent forces, and the GOC, General Sir Robert Haining, was 
communicating to London that he had cancelled all offensive 
operations, and that the authorities had, effectively, lost control 
of large parts of the country. The Arab population was starting 
to fall in behind the insurgents, and, most ominously of all, this 
included much of the Palestine Police, there being numerous 
reported cases of Arab police assisting the theft of weapons from 
police stations.*° 

Consequently, Haining supported the proposal made to his 
predecessor, General Sir Archibald Wavell, by Wingate, then a 
captain working in the intelligence cell of his headquarters, to 
form special counter-insurgent units to hunt down gangs 
operating by night in rural areas. What Wingate was proposing 
was ‘counter-gang’ operations, referring explicitly to 
‘government gangs’ hunting terrorist gangs on their own 
territory and using their own tactical methods against them, the 
best way to deal with infiltrating insurgent gangs being to 
deploy what Wingate called ‘moving ambushes’, specially 


trained patrol units, sweeping known infiltration routes or, 


preferably, directed towards incoming gangs, and drilled to 
deliver an immediate and effective attack if one was 
encountered.*° This was not quite the Biblically-based 
revolution in military affairs the mythmakers would have us 
believe, what were to become the Special Night Squads being 
rooted not in the Book of Judges but in Major General Charles 
Callwell’s Small Wars and British Army Field Service 
Regulations. The deployment of such forces has been 
commonplace in British Army counter-insurgent operations for 
at least the past hundred years. Since the nineteenth century, 
on the Northwest Frontier and in Africa, ‘armed scouts’, often 
recruited locally, were used to fix and find insurgent forces in 
rough country, a Corps of Gurkha Scouts - actually two platoons 
of volunteers - carrying out night-time ambush work on the 
Northwest Frontier throughout 1919, for instance, while in 
Ireland in 1919-1922, the Auxiliary Cadets of the Royal Irish 
Constabulary carried out raids and ambushes deep inside Irish 
Republican controlled territory; irregular forces under British 
officers had carried out aggressive sweeps of rebel held areas 
during the Burma insurgency of 1931.” Wingate himself had 


previous experience of this type of operation, against Shifta 


bandits, while serving with the Sudan Defence Force ten years 
earlier.* 

An appreciation written on 5 June 1938 indicated that 
Wingate was firm that Notrim/JSP should participate: units 
could either be British, with Notrim and other Jewish 
supernumeraries acting as guides and interpreters, or 
British-trained Notrim, ‘ideal for this task, as possessing expert 
local language both of area, and character and language of 
Arabs. There is ample evidence of their courage and they are 
intensely keen and eager to learn.’* Wingate had sought 
already the advice of the Haganah Chief of Staff, Eliahu Golomb, 
and Haganah commanders Eliahu Sasson and Reuven Shiloah.** 
In April 1938, Wingate, still in his capacity as an Intelligence 
Officer, arrived, unannounced, at the fortified settlement of 
Hanita (or Hanuta) on the Lebanese frontier, with a letter of 
introduction from Golomb. Notrim tactics in defending 
settlements from night attacks were, for the period 1936-38, 
desultory, consisting mainly of directing rifle fire from behind 
the settlement’s static defences roughly at where the shooting 
from outside was coming from, while summoning any British 


troops to the area. It was as much as they were allowed to do 


under British policy: while British official sources praised the 
determination of the Notrim, it was also felt that their poor level 
of training made them something of a liability, their 
indiscriminate shooting making them a threat to British troops 
in the area, and their lack of formal organisation made 
cooperation with them difficult.” The anonymous author of the 
‘Military Lessons’ offered a solution: ‘[T]o organize and officer 
the Supernumeraries on the pattern of the regular police, and 
again, if possible, to place the whole police system under the 
commander of the military forces.’*° 

Wingate set about applying this, albeit informally, upon 
arrival at Hanita, organising patrols with Hanita’s garrison of 
forty Notrim. His first patrol crossed the border into Lebanon to 
survey a suspected terrorist safe house; during this patrol, 
Haganah’'s Zvi Brenner recalled, Wingate announced his aim of 
seeing the previous Haganah doctrine, static defence of 
settlements, replaced by one of pre-emptive action against the 
terrorists, ‘near [their] villages’, most of them, in this region, 
across the border in Lebanon.*’ After this, with Haining’s 
backing, Wingate formed his first squads in order to patrol a 


prime target for terrorist attacks, the oil pipeline running across 


northern Galilee from Iraq to Haifa which, by spring 1938, was 
being blown up several times a night.*® 

In early June, the Special Night Squads (SNS) carried out 
their first operations, ambushing three Arab gangs on the 
pipeline, after which attacks ceased for several months. 
However, the insurgents then switched to carrying out large 
numbers of simultaneous sabotage attacks by small parties - 
what the Jews called ‘pellets’. Wingate’s response was 
twofold: firstly, he acquired some machine guns from his senior 
commander and switched to using large numbers of small, static 
ambushes, which killed enough insurgents for attacks on the line 
to cease altogether: secondly, he instigated nightly patrols of 
Arab villages in the area in order to impress on the local Arab 
population that the British were in the area and they were 
watching them. By late June, again with the backing of his 
superiors, Wingate escalated from this to carrying out pre- 
emptive raids on Arab villages known to be harbouring 
terrorists. The first of these, on the village of Jurdieh, involved 
Wingate leading three patrols across the Lebanon border to hit 
the village from behind, killing fifteen known insurgents; the 


headman of Jurdieh asked Hanita for a truce, which was 


upheld.” In July, Wingate initiated a larger and more ambitious 
operation, involving a force of nearly 100 men attacking the 
village of Dabburiya, killing twelve known insurgents and for 
which Wingate was awarded his first Distinguished Service 
Order.“ 

Contrary again to popular myth, much of the fighting was 
done initially by British soldiers from the Manchester Regiment, 
the Ulster Rifles and the Royal West Kents, tasked by the SNS’ 
parent formation, 16" Infantry Brigade, the main British 
formation in Galilee. Jewish police participated initially as 
guides, scouts and interpreters: however, as operations 
continued, they took a more prominent role and eventually 
Jewish police sergeants were to command patrols. Yigal Allon - 
who did not serve with the SNS, but saw action with Sadeh and 
FOSH - recalled that Wingate ‘regarded himself, in practice, as a 
member of the Haganah, and that was how we all saw him - as 
the comrade and, as we called him, "the Friend" /Hayedid]’ and 
that Wingate and the Haganah viewed the SNS as another 
means of securing training from the British army.** Ya’akov 
Dori, the future chief of staff of the IDF, was a squadsman, and 


recalled Wingate opening a training course with: 


We are establishing here the foundation for the army of 
Zion...Difficult times have come, and all lovers of freedom 
must unite and prepare themselves to stand in the 
breach. Your people, whose friend I am, has suffered more than 
any other. If it fights, it will achieve its independence in its own 
land.*° 

Wingate not only disagreed with the British government 
policy for Palestine, of negotiated partition, but said so in public, 
albeit in Hebrew, perhaps so his British colleagues could not 
understand him.** Moreover, the Haganah’s strategic agenda 
was different from the British: to them, the SNS role was to 
secure territory around Jewish settlements in Galilee, a disputed 
area; the SNS was also a means of obtaining military training 
and continuing the inter-communal struggle under the aegis of 
the British Army and, indeed, they saw the SNS as a Haganah 
unit, Plugot Ha’esh , the Company of Fire.“ 

On 2 July, the British High Commissioner, Sir Harold 
MacMichael, sent a report on the employment of Jewish units to 
the new Colonial Secretary, Malcolm MacDonald, in which he 
stated that the principles agreed in the March 1937 meeting had 


‘been consistently followed throughout the disturbances up to 


the present time. That is to say that although Jewish 


supernumerary policemen have now been raised to about 
9900..they have been employed mainly in the static and passive 
defence of Jewish settlements, areas and enterprises.’*° 
However, different situations necessitated different responses: 
hence, in some areas, the JSP were authorised to patrol the 
areas around their settlements, and they were also employed in 
protecting railways and workers constructing defensive 


positions for the British Army.*’ Most significantly: 


I have also sanctioned the employment of a small column of 
Jews and British troops operating under the command of a 
British military officer in Galilee both to afford better 
protection for the pipeline and also when occasion 
demands for ambush work in Galilee generally and in particular 


on the northern frontier which in its present state is 
very liable to attacks from foreigners from the 
Lebanon.*® 


MacMichael reiterated that the broad principle of using Jews 


defensively had been obeyed and that: 


I should like, at the same time, to emphasise that in every 
case the modifications have been dictated by 
reasons of utilitarian expediency and not at all by political 
or psychological considerations. In short, Government [sic] 
have confined the role of armed Jews to one of passive defence 
as opposed to active aggression....I can conceive of no 
circumstances in which I could approve the 
employment of armed Jews whether in small or large bodies as a 


political gesture...*° 


In his reply, MacDonald concurred with the continuation of 
existing policy and stated that he was ‘fully prepared to support 
the use of Jewish supernumerary police for defensive 
purposes.’ However: ‘I note that a small column of Jews and 
British troops is being employed on operations in Galilee, 
including (on occasion) "ambush work". I assume that "ambush 
work" can properly be regarded as falling within the category of 
defensive or protective operations?! Wingate’s interpretation of 
‘defensive’ and ‘protective’ was already deviating from this, and 
extended eventually to pre-emptive raids using Jewish fighters in 
a majority Arab area. 

From a memorandum on the development of the SNS, 
produced at the same time, Wingate argued that the SNS should 
expand to a strength of over 200 from its existing strength of 
90-100, with 150 more Jewish police, enlisted for the duration of 
hostilities, and more British personnel drawn from 16th 
Brigade.” He was dismissive of dissent, particularly those 
claiming the employment of Jewish police on offensive 


operations in an Arab area would be counter-productive: 


Personally I think that the alleged trouble caused by their 
use as Supernumeraries is a pure myth, 
finding its origin in the hostile imagination of various 
Arab functionaries. There would not appear to be the slightest 
foundation in fact for the view that a single additional shot has 
been fired which can be attributed to the use of 
supernumeraries. Quite the reverse is the fact. Were it 
not for the success attending the operations of Jewish 
supernumeraries there is evidence that many more determined 
attacks would be have been made upon colonies. If the 
Arab "indignation" at the use by Government of loyal 
supernumeraries to prevent sabotage on the pipeline 
takes the form of a cessation of this sabotage, it would seem we 
want more of ibe? 


Wingate closed this passage by defending the new, 
pre-emptive strategy: ‘[Slabotage ceased purely owing to the 
offensive, not the defensive measures I have taken. So long as I 
confined myself to the line sabotage increased [sic]...’°* Wingate, 
therefore, identified his operations unambiguously as ‘offensive’ 
in official correspondence and was open about the role of Jewish 
supernumeraries in them. Moreover, from Dabburiya onwards, 
Wingate prioritised such pre-emptive actions, involving the 
entire SNS acting in concert. Allon recalled that some of these 
were in cooperation with Sadeh and FOSH; although Allon did 
not specify which, this is consistent with Wingate’s and the 


Jewish Agency’s viewing the SNS as part of the Haganah and the 


kernel of a Jewish army.® Concurrently, Wingate pressed the 
British Army and the Haganah to increase both the size and the 
firepower of the SNS; this was refused, but one of his 
subordinate officers, Lieutenant Rex King-Clark, noted that the 
basis for Wingate’s new doctrine was a surreptitious increase in 
the number of Jewish volunteers at Ein Harod, so that Jewish 
soldiers began to outnumber British substantially.°° Moreover, 
Wingate apparently had official approval if not outright backing. 
In his official dispatch to London of 24 August 1938, Haining - 


despite any private misgivings he may have had - wrote: 


I cannot speak too highly...of the Special Night Squads that 
have been organized by both brigades for offensive 
Night work. These Night Squads have done particularly 
valuable work in southern GALILEE in protecting the I.P.C. 
pipeline. In this area they have been organized and trained by 
Captain O.C. WINGATE, Royal Artillery, from my Staff, who 
has shown great resource, enterprise and courage in 
leading and controlling their activities. These Squads 
have been supplemented by Jewish supernumeraries who have 
done excellent work in combination with the British personnel. 
[Italics mine throughout]°’ 


Another combined British-Notrim night squad was raised in 
southern Palestine to protect the Palestine Electric 
Corporation’s line from Zichron Ya’akov to Rosh Ha’ayin, 


another favourite Fedayeen target.” From July, Notrim/JSP 


mobile patrols (Manim in Hebrew) were organised to protect 
sensitive areas; by Spring 1939 there were 62 8-10 man patrols, 
and the Manim had exclusive responsibility for covering the 
Haifa-Lydda railway: each Manim company had a Jewish 
second-in-command nominated by the Jewish Agency, and 
therefore by the Haganah.” On 11 September 1938, 
MacMichael granted Haining authority to attach 200 Notrim to 


army units on six-month contracts: 


They...would be payed [sic] clothed and armed by the Police 
Department but they would be attached permanently to 
British military units and would to all intents be part of 
those units. Their duties would be essentially protective 
namely to provide escorts and detachments in cases where the 
use of troops would be uneconomical...®° 


Indeed, it was apparently with official approval that the SNS 
graduated to its last and most controversial stage - reprisal 
attacks. The best-known of these came in October 1938, when a 
large Arab gang entered the town of Tiberias on the Dead Sea 
and murdered 19 Jewish civilians, mainly children. In reaction 
to this news, Wingate redeployed two squads from another 
mission and ambushed the gang on its way out of Tiberias, 


killing forty of them.® The next day, the rest of the gang was 


attacked in its hideout at Mount Tabor, and another fourteen 
were killed. A few days later, another SNS patrol, not under 
Wingate’s command, raided the village of Hitin, during the 
course of which three Arabs were shot, one after firing upon the 
squad.® By this time, Wingate had returned to the UK, and was 
not to lead the SNS again. 

November 1938 saw the British resume large-scale offensive 
operations against the insurgents while seeking to enforce a 
political solution. Following the Munich conference, Britain 
(prematurely) ceased viewing Germany and Italy as a threat to 
her interests in the Middle East; the round-table conference in 
London to discuss the Woodhead Report had broken down over 
disagreements over the Balfour Declaration and the Mandate 
and the British Government’s refusal to negotiate with 
terrorists.“ These, and the release of troops allowed by the 
temporary lull in tensions in Europe, decided the British on a 
more vigorous line than hitherto, encouraged by the desperate 
state the insurgents had reached by this time. Their terrorism 
policy backfired badly, finally turning the rural Arab population 
against them, mainly from weariness at constant village 


searches, curfews and other restrictions by the security forces, 


but also by the large criminal element among the insurgents 
using the rebellion as cover for drug smuggling and protection 
rackets, extorting primarily from the very peasants they were 
claiming to ‘liberate.’ By the end of 1938, a new factor had 
emerged in the form of the Arab ‘Peace Gangs’, the first formed 
at Jenin by Fakhri Abdul Hadi, who had led guerrillas against the 
British in 1936, an indicator of how fragmented the rebellion 
had become.” 

Major General Bernard Montgomery assumed command of 
8th Division, including 16th Brigade, in December 1938. Again 
refuting popular mythology, the SNS were active in 
Montgomery’s subsequent operations and up to the end of 1939. 
In May 1939, 16th Brigade reported that SNS activity meant the 
gangs were no longer operating from villages, which meant that, 
although they were effectively cut off from their main 
sanctuaries and sources of supply, locating them was becoming 
more difficult; more night ambush work was the solution, ‘A few 
highly trained night squads and ambush patrols can have 


7 Some of this 


greater moral and material effect than columns.’® 
involved the Peace Gangs, a ‘special platoon’ of the 2nd 


Leicesters cooperating with ‘pro-government’ Arabs from 


autumn 1939. 

One aspect of the popular myth echoes reality: while the 
Night Squad method continued in favour, there was a noticeable 
and growing lack of enthusiasm among the British high 
command for Jewish involvement. On 23 January 1939, an 8" 
Division intelligence conference published a report stating its 
opposition to ‘the dressing up of Jews as British soldiers; in 
particular it is considered undesirable to have a proportion of 
Jews in SNS detachments; these should be entirely British’ 
because ‘if it is desired to conciliate the Arab, we should not 
provoke him by using Jews in offensive action against him.’® 
This was a restatement of the presumptions behind British 
policy, whatever the abrasive language. Wingate’s response was 
to send a lengthy written complaint to Montgomery, who not 
only supported his view, but promised to recommend Jewish 
squadsmen for decorations.’° 

However, this took place against the background of a 
terminal breakdown in Anglo-Jewish relations, precipitated by 
the publication of the MacDonald White Paper in May 1939. The 
White Paper’s publication was followed by a 24-hour general 


strike by Jewish workers on 18 May 1939 and violent 


demonstrations in Jerusalem and Tel Aviv, in which a British 
policeman was shot dead by a sniper; from July to September 
‘armed Jews both in parties and as individuals’ carried out 
sabotage attacks on both urban and rural areas and ‘bodies of 
armed Jews entered Arab villages and demolished Arab houses 
in retaliation for outrages.’”’ As the Jews were now viewed as a 
greater threat to order than the Arabs, a change in British policy 
was precipitated. In his last dispatch as GOC, of July 1939, 
Haining commented that the White Paper had ‘damped the 
flames’ of the Arab rebellion, but was turning the Jews against 
the British, as demonstrated by Jewish rioting and an increase in 
bombings by the Revisionist terrorist organisation, the Irgun 
Zvai Leumi; consequently, arresting armed Jews now made 
military sense.” The relationship between the Army and the 
Haganah, on which the SNS had hinged, was terminated as the 
Army began to treat Haganah and Irgun as they had previously 
treated Arab terrorists. In his first dispatch of August 1939, 
Haining’s successor, Lieutenant General Sir Evelyn Barker, 
reported that 43 Jews had been arrested for ‘illegal drilling’, 
another 38 had been tried and sentenced to lengthy prison 


terms, and that, in his view, the Jews were clearly preparing for 


‘armed intervention’. This, and Haining’s shifting attitude to 
arming the Jews, suggests an attitude among many in the British 
political-military establishment that the Jews should be 
supported for as long as doing so served British interests in the 
region or at least did not threaten them, which allowed Jews and 
British to work together for mutual benefit against a common 
threat. However, steps should be taken to prevent the Jews 
themselves becoming a threat to British interests; this was not 


‘anti-Semitic’, but realistic. 


Conclusions - Wingate, the Army and the Jews 
A survey of Orde Wingate’s actions within their historical and 
institutional context reveals a complex, evolving relationship, in 
which Wingate initially had the backing and protection of British 
senior commanders, but lost it gradually. The Army’s aim 
throughout was to put down a threat to the security of the 
Empire. While Jews were willing to assist, through enlisting in 
local forces, the Army pragmatically made use of them: when 
they became a security threat, it just as pragmatically 
suppressed them. The aim throughout was the defeat of 


insurrection against British authority through purely military 


means, in which political niceties seem to have been forgotten or 
disregarded. That the Colonial Office apparently did not notice 
this previously, despite the allusions to it in Haining’s official 
reports, does not reflect great credit upon them. 

Moreover, not for the last time, the British Army was caught 
between two utterly uncompromising - ethno-religious 
nationalisms, each regarding any attempt at even-handedness, 
conciliation or compromise as betrayal. Throughout 1936-39, 
the British government faced repeated accusations from the 
Yishuv and Zionist lobbies in Britain and the USA of pro-Arab 
bias and not doing enough against the rebels.’* This was almost 
certainly intended to push the Colonial Office in directions it did 
not want to go, and was refuted not only by British actions 
detailed already - particularly the vigorous and successful 
military action against the insurgents - but by the evidence of 
official documents. For instance, Haining’s decision to reform 
the Palestine Police was affected, in part, by the “Tendency to 
“pro-Arab" bias on the part of (the) British superior cadre 
instead of being wholly impartial.” There was also some 
discussion of Jewish martial qualities, the 1938 tactical digest 


suggesting that Wingate was not alone in calling for Jews to play 


a greater role: 


The Jewish Police, in company with the rest of the Jews, 
suffered from a conviction which seemed to be firmly 
held by every British official...that no Jew was any use for 
fighting purposes. It was a curious thing that the type of 
Englishman who credited every Arab town lounger with the 
attribute of a Bedouin warrior would not hesitate to 
class the toughest German immigrant with the 
old-fashioned ringletted Jew of the ghetto. The falsity of this 
view was plainly demonstrated to the Army by the work of 
the Jews...in 1936...”° 


Conversely: 


The Palestinian Arab is not a fighting man: even when led 
and reinforced by trained and experienced individuals 
from Iraq, Syria and Trans-Jordan, the rank and file still 
retained their characteristics of carelessness, lack of 
enterprise, and a wholesome regard for their own skins.” 


Analogous to the popular distinction between Bedu 
‘warriors’ and urban ‘so-called Arabs’, the Army attributed most 
trouble from the Jewish community to young urban 
sophisticates, mostly recent immigrants. The author of a set of 
briefing notes for incoming commanders in 1936 opined that the 
Ashkenazis who had moved to Palestine post 1918 were ‘less 


industrious’ than their predecessors and that “Their socialistic 


tendencies have also increased the anti-semitic feelings of the 
Muslim population’, while in August 1939, Haining expressed to 
MacDonald a belief that recent Jewish immigrants, ‘brought up 
in the tradition of Russian Nihilism’ were responsible for much 
of the Jewish violence.” Arab leaders made a similar 
distinction: when Nuri as-Said, the Iraqi Prime Minister, visited 
London in January 1938, he told Amery ‘that things might have 
worried on without excessive friction but for the very heavy 
immigration of the last three years before the trouble. He was 
very strong in differentiating between western, i.e. English or 
American or German Jews whom he liked, and the more uncouth 
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immigrants from Poland and Rumania [sic]. Yet, General Sir 


John Hackett, then a subaltern with the Transjordan Frontier 


Force, expressed the opinion that: 


I wasn’t terribly impressed by the Jewish arguments though 
deeply sympathetic about the plight of those 
being troubled so gravely in Europe. On the other hand, 
what is a Palestine Arab I used to say to myself. [sic] 
Most of these people are third or second 
generation...descendents from people who have come...out of 
the Syrian desert into fertile Palestine.®?? 


At least some British commanders and the Zionist leadership 


therefore thought alike: indeed, David Ben-Gurion - not known 
as an Anglophile - commented that the British Army ‘did not 
always support the pro-Arab leanings of the [civilian] 
Administration and knew the difference between the Arab gangs 
and the Hagana [sic].’®' 

It can be construed, therefore, that Wingate’s Zionism 
combined with a lifelong tendency to view differing opinions ad 
hominem and shifts in British policy in Palestine to create his 
belief that he was facing a corrupt and anti-Semitic British 
establishment, which, in turn, was communicated to his earliest 
biographers, Burchett and Mosley. This is not borne out by a 
study of the 1936-1939 insurgency, even one as cursory as this 
has been. Yet, as judged from numerous citations above, his 
influence on Jewish and Israeli history has been immense, it 
perhaps being summarised most potently by the Jewish 
professor who told Ivy Paterson, Wingate’s mother-in-law, that 
while Herzl showed the Jews the way out of the ghetto, it was 


Wingate who showed them they could stay out.® 
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